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THE STORY OF KING JOSIAH AND THE LAWBOOK. 
TOLD FOR CHILDREN. 



By Professor Walter F. Adeney, 
New College, London, England. 



Josiah was only eight years old when he began to reign 
over the kingdom of Judah, and he was eighteen years on the 
throne before he did anything that was thought important enough 
to be chronicled by his historian. 1 Then something happened 
that turned the whole course of his life, and — a far more impor- 
tant result — brought on the religion of the Jews to quite a new 
stage in its growth. This is how it came about. Solomon's 
splendid temple had fallen into a miserable state of decay. The 
gold was black with smoke, the choice cedar had rotted away, 
the stones had been chipped and loosened with violent and care- 
less usage, dust and dirt were everywhere giving the place a woe- 
begone, deserted appearance, when the king, now a young man 
twenty-six years of age, ordered the great building to be restored 
and cleaned up. While this work was going on and all sorts of 
odd corners were being cleared out, Hilkiah, the high priest, who 
had charge of the work, found a book stowed away in one of 
these neglected places. Books were very scarce in those days, 
and so important a discovery was quite exciting. But this book 
was as unintelligible to its finder as a Chinese book would be to 
an English schoolboy, for though he was the head of the church 
and the first nobleman of the land, he could not read. Nobody 
could read in those days except the clerks whose business it was 
to read and write letters and other documents for the king and 
his people. So Hilkiah sent for one of the clerks, a man named 

•According to the priestly story in Chronicles, he made a royal progress early in 
his reign, destroying the instruments of idolatry throughout his country. But that was 
written centuries later in the time of the Greek empire ; and it is safer to follow the 
chronology of Kings, since that book is almost a contemporary record, and in Kings 
the whole of Josiah's reformation is subsequent to Hilkiah's great discovery. 
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Shaphan. Here was a treasure to fall into the hands of a stu- 
dent. Shaphan took it home and read it. The contents were 
most startling. So important were they that the king himself 
must be the first to know of them. Big with his secret, the clerk 
goes up to the palace and obtains an audience. The king can- 
not read any more than the high priest, and Shaphan opens his 
treasure and reads it out to Josiah. It was a longish book for 
those times, and the reading of it from the cumbrous roll must 
have taken some hours. But the king sat through the reading 
of the whole from beginning to end. Yet it gave him no pleas- 
ure. On the contrary, it frightened him very much and filled 
him with distress. When Shaphan had come to an end of the 
reading, Josiah tore his royal robe — the eastern sign of grief — 
and he ordered the high priest and the clerk and some of his 
courtiers to inquire of an oracle what was God's will that he and 
his people should do, for the book had made him see that the 
religion now being practiced by the nation was hateful in the 
sight of God. 

Now there was living in Jerusalem, at a house called "The 
Signs of the Zodiac," a wise woman whom those who believed in 
her knew for a prophetess, though, no doubt, people of a differ- 
ent opinion took her for a witch ; and to her the king's people 
went with the story of what had been read to Josiah. She was 
a devout woman, and the spirit of God was in her, so that she 
was able to speak for God like one of the prophets ; and when 
she knew the case, she said that the threats of the book would 
come true, and the nation would be punished for the wickedness 
that was denounced in it. 

And what was this book that made such a stir ? It was that 
we now call Deuteronomy. That book had never been seen or 
used among the Jews before ; from this time on it was the law- 
book which guided the affairs of the nation, and especially its 
religion. Nobody knows how it came to be hidden away in the 
temple. Nobody knows who wrote it, or when it was written. 
Most likely the book contains the rules and teachings that God 
put into the hearts of pious men among the priests to work out 
through a course of years. But all these things were so directly 
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contrary to the idol-worship and witchcraft, and the other vile 
practices that used to go on in Jerusalem under the name of reli- 
gion, that anybody who had brought the book forward during 
the reign of the previous king would have been seized as traitor 
and stoned or burned. So it was hidden for safety till in better 
times it might be brought to light. Perhaps the man who had 
hidden it was dead ; perhaps he was afraid to speak. At all 
events, we must believe that Hilkiah was honest, for he helped 
to set on foot a noble reformation, and Hilkiah does not seem to 
have had the slightest idea as to what was in the book till the 
clerk Shaphan deciphered it for him. 

Josiah was a good and brave man. He determined at once 
that the people must know what was in this book of the law of 
God ; and he determined, further, that a great change must be 
made in the religion and manners of the nation to carry out the 
orders of the sacred book. As we should say today, this book 
of Deuteronomy was Josiah's Bible. It was the only Bible he 
knew of, and it had only just come to his knowledge. What he 
did was something like the Protestant Reformation, when our 
Bible was brought to light after the darkness of the Middle 
Ages. 

The first step was to have the book read aloud at the temple 
in the presence of all the people. When that was done, Josiah 
got up on a platform where he could be seen by everybody in 
the crowd, and took a solemn vow for himself and his nation to 
do the things that were written in the lawbook that had just 
been made known to the people. Directly after that he set to 
work to carry out the vow. 

The first thing was to get rid of idolatry, for that is sternly 
condemned in the book of Deuteronomy. Years before, when 
the prophet Amos went to Bethel to preach against the sins of 
Israel, he said nothing about the statue of a bullock which was 
kept there as an image of Jehovah. But now no images at all are 
to be allowed. The dreadful abomination in Josiah's kingdom 
was not like the use or the image at Bethel in the worship of 
Jehovah ; it was the idol-worship of foreign gods and goddesses. 
There was even a statue of a goddess from Tyre in the temple 
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at Jerusalem. This Josiah had taken away ; and he purged 
every other sign of idolatry out of the temple. There was a 
lovely garden in one of the valleys outside Jerusalem where 
feasts and wild orgies of heathenism had been carried on by 
some of the kings before Josiah. That garden he had broken 
up and turned into a waste ; and he spread dead men's bones on 
the altars that were there, to defile them. All this every true 
Jew who believed in Jehovah could see to be right. 

Then Josiah set about a more difficult work. In the old days 
there were altars all about the country where the people killed 
their animals as sacrifices before they ate them, for then it was 
thought right for all the meat anybody ate to be first sacrificed 
to God. But these altars had become places for all sorts of 
abominable doings, and people had come to think that there was 
a different God at each altar. The book of Deuteronomy 
teaches most clearly that there is only one God. To make the 
people see this, it orders that there shall be only one altar, which 
Josiah reckons the great altar in the temple at Jerusalem. Then, 
in the olden times, people used to set up stones, or point to 
ancient stones that had stood in various places from before the 
memory of man, like Stonehenge in England, and look on them 
as sacred. We read of Jacob setting up such a stone at Bethel. 
In the days of Josiah the Jews were worshiping these stones as 
fetiches. Now, the book of Deuteronomy forbids an)'thing of 
the kind. So Josiah set out on a journey through the country, 
throwing down the altars and the sacred stones. It was a very 
daring thing to do, because the country people venerated these 
objects and thought them very holy. Josiah even went as far 
as Bethel, the most ancient sacred place in Palestine, once more 
venerable in the eyes of the people than Jerusalem itself. There 
he not only had the altar pulled down; he had the stones 
smashed and pounded to dust, for fear anybody should put them 
together again; and, to make the place seem most foul, he sent to 
some tombs that he saw in the hillside close by and had them 
opened and the dead men's bones spread over the spot where 
the altar had been. As he turned round, he noticed another 
tomb, and asked whose it was. They told him it was the tomb 
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of a man of God who had come to Bethel in the days of its- 
greatness, and threatened this very fate to the sacred place. 
Then Josiah commanded that his bones should be left to lie in 
peace. 

In this way the king carried out the orders of the lawbook 
that had been found in the temple, and purified the religion of his 
people. 



